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Content Note 

Legislative History

The earliest reference to manumission of slaves in the colonial laws of New Jersey was in "An Act for Regulating of
Slaves," passed 11 March 1713/14 (NJA, Third Series, Vol. II, pp. 136-140). This legislation explicitly discouraged the
freeing of slaves and required that the manumitting slaveowner enter into a £200 security with the crown and guarantee
£20 annual support for the freed man for life. Further, the law made void the manumission of any slave freed by an
owner's last will and testament if the executor of the estate refused to post the £200 bond. In 1769, this was reiterated
in "An Act for laying a Duty on the Purchasers of Slaves imported into this Colony," which again required that, at the
time of manumission, the slaveowner post a £200 bond with the crown to cover any legal charges that might be
brought against the freed slave, or to fund the slave's public support if necessary (NJA, Third Series, Vol. IV, pp. 510-
512). Failure to file the bond resulted in the manumission becoming legally void.

It was not until after the Revolutionary War that New Jersey passed legislation providing for regular manumission of
slaves. This was in "An Act to prevent the Importation of Slaves into the State of New Jersey, and to authorize the
Manumission of them under certain Restrictions, and to prevent the Abuse of Slaves," passed 2 March 1786 (P.L.
1786, chap. 119, p. 239). The law [considered a great victory for the abolitionist movement] allowed for the freeing of
any slave between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five with the stipulation that he or she be brought before two
overseers of the poor for the township of the slaveowner's residence and two justices of the peace of that county, and
be determined by them to be of sound mind and capable of obtaining his or her own support. The law also prescribed
the form of manumission certificate (to be recorded by the county clerk).

Legislation in 1798 repealing the 1786 law raised the upper age for legal manumission to forty years, and also required
the signatures of two witnesses on the manumission deed (P.L. 1798, chap. 727, p. 364). Six years later, in 1804, the
State Legislature passed "An act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery" (P.L. 1804, chap. 103, p. 251). This monumental
law required the registration of births of slaves' children born after 4 July 1804 and declared such children to be "free,"
but bound as servants to the owners of their mothers for a period of twenty-five years for males and twenty-one years
for females. No provision was made for slaves born before 4 July 1804.

After 1804, no legislation was passed in New Jersey substantially affecting manumission of slaves. "An act for the
gradual abolition of Slavery, and other purposes respecting Slaves," passed by the Legislature on 24 February 1820,
repealed the earlier slavery laws but essentially continued the procedure for manumission then in effect (P.L. 1820, p.
74). It is of interest to note that, in 1824, the Legislature passed a resolution in favor of establishing a foreign colony to
allow for the "entire emancipation of the slaves in our country" (P.L. 1824, p. 191). It also passed resolutions in 1847
and 1849 opposing the extension of slavery into territories annexed to the United States (P.L. 1847, p. 188 and P.L.
1849, p. 334). Nevertheless, the State of New Jersey never passed a law actually abolishing the practice of slavery.
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Content Note

This volume contains copies of manumission papers filed by Burlington County slave owners (with overseers of the
poor and justices of the peace) during the period 1820-1853. An index to the slaves' names is included at the end of
the volume.
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